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Introduction 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This thesis is the result of three years of PhD training and six months of ethnographic research 
conducted amongst the daily farmworkers in the province of Ragusa (Sicily). I spent two out of six 
months being employed within several greenhouses and packinghouses companies, using the 
traditional qualitative method of participant (covered and uncovered) observation. Then, I strove to 
“go out” from the field and try to “understand” (Verstehen). This thesis is thus the result of this 
emotional and analytical effort. 
 
 
The field: la fascia costiera trasformata 
 
La fascia costiera trasformata, roughly translated as the transformed littoral strip (or belt), has 
been the setting of my ethnographic experience. It is an area located in South-eastern Sicily, 
abutting alongside the coastline for approximately 150 km, from Licata (AG) to Pachino (SR), 
mainly with the province of Ragusa. Vittoria, where my fieldwork was based, is the core of the 
“transformed belt”. It is a 63 thousand inhabitant city, hosting the biggest fruit and vegetable market 
[Mercato Ortofrutticolo] at the site of production in Italy. The pachino and ciliegino tomatoes, as 
well as the majority of the “no-more-seasonal” vegetables that we are able to find everyday in our 
supermarkets (at least in Italy) are produced here.  
In the last fifty years the area has undergone a major transformation indeed. Since mid-1960s, the 
district has seen a boom in the number of greenhouses built; this has transformed both the 
landscape, and the economic standing of its inhabitants (see Image 1 and 2). With more than 3331 
companies, the most of which are small if not very small1, and its almost 6.000 hectares of Utilized 
                                               
1 In this analysis, we consider “very small” the enterprises with a UAA of less than 2 ha; “small” the firms with 
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Agricultural Area (UAA), constituting alone the 17% of the Italian protected fields, the Sicilian 
transformed belt is the epitome of widespread economic “development” and high quality 
production. But what does “development” mean? What do we mean when we refer to “high quality 
products”? How is the quality as well as the economic value of commodities socially constructed? 
 
 
Image 1 and 2. Vittoria: the «plastic sea». Photo by Giovanni Battaglia, July 26th 2013 
                                                                                                                                                            
a UAA between 2 and 10 ha; “medium” the companies with a UAA between 10 and 50 ha; “big” the enterprises with 
more than 50 ha of UAA. On a total amount of 3331 firms registered in the province of Ragusa, 3145 can be considered 
very small (2317) and small (828) units. For further detail, see Table 1 in the Appendix.  
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The questions: economy as a social construction, economics as a fabrication  
 
What is at stake here, namely at the core of the sociological analysis, is not just the unmasking of 
the productive relations generating economic value, but also an attempt to understand broadly how 
people conceive, shape and undertake their economic lives. The two purposes, namely to 
understand the economy and the power relations that innervate it at the production site and to 
understand economic ties embedded within a broader social context, do not actually contradict each 
other. They thus represent two complementary ends of this ethnographic endeavor. Social relations 
of production and the social production of value are both the visible result of historical processes 
materially binding people's lives, processes at the same time constantly re-shaped through 
individuals' efforts (to support the social order, to accommodate or to subvert it).  
The palette of questions driving this thesis is quite broad but above all there is an overall aim: to 
understand how certain social agreements – which are typically defined in public discourse as 
defined by power and domination, and even deemed as outright unfair or unjust - are produced, 
reproduced and naturalized till becoming normal; to understand what is deemed as just and what is 
deemed as unjust and for whom; to understand how people implicitly agree on what is fair, and how 
their conceptions of fairness are collectively defined and, what is most, conventionally justified. 
That is not about individuals’ rhetorics. It is about the «cognitive structures» through which 
ordinary people, as well as social scientists, categorize and organize their worlds (Boltanski and 
Thévenot, 2006). I concede that this is a very high theoretical ambition. Let’s say that this thesis is a 
first attempt to provide a contribution in this direction. Throughout the research, I strive to unpack 
some definitions usually taken for granted. In particular, I chose some ordinary categories and tried 
to scrutinize their dimensions: what does it mean to travagghiari a jurnata [to «work by the day»], 
as people say in order to define their labor conditions? How do they conceive of their lives, their 
time, their bodies, their material uncertainties, their future expectations as being bound to day 
labor? How are work-places framed and imagined by daily laborers and by people residing in the 
area? How are gender, class and ethnicity negotiated daily within the work environment? How are 
the same categories producing «matrices of domination» (Collins, 1993) within the site of 
production?   
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The spaces of production: the agricultural supply chain, from fields to 
supermarkets     
 
I chose to situate my ethnography in a district characterized by the production of fresh vegetables2. 
Intensive protected horticulture, as a phenomenon, began spreading in the area starting in the mid-
1960s, when three «ingenious» men introduced a new technique to cultivate the land: the 
greenhouse.   
When tomatoes started to grew up, red and solid, the first three people that experimented the 
greenhouse hugged each other: they understood that they had won the biggest war, that they gained 
freedom from misery, simply embracing the weapons of their work and their tenaciousness. The 
news spread everywhere, in Vittoria people understood that it was possible to ask for a loan in 
order to buy a small strip of land and in this way it started the miracle of the “green gold”. It was 
born the European California. In a short period, the littoral area of south-eastern Sicily, that goes 
from Licata to Pachino, changed its aspect and transformed into a huge greenhouses sea, plastered 
by shining polyethylene films. It was a huge extension of shining plastic that mirrors the color of a 
new era in the agrarian economy of the territory in the II post-war: the era of the “green gold”, the 
era of fresh vegetables»3. 
 
The introduction of the greenhouse to local ways of «doing agriculture» (Van der Ploeg, 2009) is 
indelible in the memories of the locals as a relevant turning point, a watershed between a «new» and 
and an old era of production. This innovation assumes the connotation of a proper «miracle»: as a 
spell cast over the land, with apparently no effort, the south-eastern coast of Sicily was transformed 
into a «huge extension of shining plastic» (see the photo section). The «miracle» was mainly 
attributed to resources, such as the sunlight and the soil composition, with which the area is 
naturally endowed, and that «immediately predispose» the land to be fertile and fecund. At the 
same time, and with the same conviction, men's and women's active efforts to transform those 
natural elements was equally emphasized in the inhabitants' accounts.  
Francesco Aiello [former Vittoria's mayor]: «At a certain point farmer started to protect the 
seedling, creating structures of defense. One of the classic defense structures were the cannizzati 
[protections made with reeds]. A similar goal was attained using the land edge, or the pale di 
ficudinna [the prickly pear leaves]. At a certain point, someone among these producers viduri a 
Sanremo sti serri di fiori [saw in Sanremo these flowers greenhouses]. But, what type of problem 
did they have to face? The problem was the economic inaccessibility of these tools due to their 
costs. Shortly after, all of them discovered that it's sufficient to use a thin plastic cloth! They 
discover that plastic is producing an effect that people started to call “greenhouse effect” that 
actually save energy. Protected from the winds the produce was ripe 15, 20 days earlier than the 
same product in the open fields. All these agronomic conceptions, that the farmers naturally own, 
oriented towards the attainment of a precise goal – namely to produce vegetable in advance – 
leaded to the birth of the greenhouse, that is a very simple structure: wooden stakes, chestnut 
stakes, a very cheap material, cu stu fogghiu di plastica [covered with this plastic paper]. It started 
a new agrarian process! Farmer from desert created the “green gold”!    [Vittoria, May 10th 2013] 
                                               
2 For a «plunge into the history of inventing and creating “fresh food”», see Freidberg (2009, in Gretel and 
Sippel, 2014: 5 and 248). See also the Conclusions.  
3  Extract from the text Convegno Syngenta: il mercato ortofrutticolo di Vittoria, problematiche ed opportunità, 
written by the son of one of the firsts growers that implemented the greenhouses in the area of Vittoria. When the 
conference was held [September 20th 2006] he was the director of Vittoria's fruit and vegetables market. The 
interviewee provide me this text at the moment of our interview [May 29th 2013].  
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«Embracing the weapons of their work and their tenaciousness», industrious4 men have thus 
changed their lot. Since then on, as one of my interlocutors said, «the greenhouse started to be 
inscribed in people's DNA»5, namely it became a part of the territory in such a deep way, as it began 
to be conceived as something almost biologically given.  
Once in the field, I thus started my investigation evidently from the greenhouses. I realized quite 
soon, however, that protected fields were not just isolated workplaces. They were in fact deeply 
intertwined and connected, from above and from below, with other spaces of production (see in the 
Appendix a figure roughly reconstructing the supply chain). The seedlings growing in the plastic 
factories are usually bought from nurseries. Nurseries, in turn, have to buy patented seeds. Several 
seeds companies, among the very few corporations controlling the market worldwide, have their 
branches in the transformed strip6. In those labs, Italian and foreign breeders are committed to 
creating and testing new varieties of vegetables, that thereafter are produced in massive quantities 
abroad7. Patented seeds are then sowed and germinated into the nurseries' protected environments. 
In those places, a great number of female hands «takes care» of them; thanks to «women's dexterity 
and precision»8 seedlings are grafted and prepared before being sold to the greenhouses companies. 
In the covered fields seedlings are typically transplanted annually only (campagna lunga) or 
sometimes more often (campagna corta). Inside greenhouses a workforce composed of mainly male 
foreign laborers is required to toil for eight or more hours per day, nearly for the entirety of the year, 
employed in a wide variety of tasks (not only harvesting). Once that the production is completed, 
the vegetables need to be processed and distributed. A grower, for example, could decide to sell 
produce directly to a local commerciante, a dealer who generally manages a packinghouse devoted 
                                               
4 Laboriosità [industriousness] is a recurrent word in the accounts devoted to describe the emergence of a local 
greenhouses economy. It is apparently in contradiction with the definitions of «miracle» or the expressions such as «the 
discovering of the green gold» (or “red gold” in other accounts). It actually testifies that a certain economic wellbeing 
was created thanks to the concrete efforts of numerous people.  
5 From the interview with Giuseppe Scifo, FLAI-CGIL secretary, Vittoria, March 7th 2013. The FLAI-CGIL 
(Federazione Lavoratori AgroIndustria) is the branch of the biggest Italian union devoted to agro-industrial workers.  
6 As it is well known, there exists a handful of multinational seeds industries, controlling the seed market 
worldwide (i.e. Monsanto, based in the US; Du Pont [U.S.], Syngenta [Swizerland], etc.). Several of those have their 
experimentation sites in the transformed belt. Among them: Seminis (belonging to Monsanto group); Gautiers Sementi 
(the Sicilian branch of Gautier Semences  [FR]), Enza Zaden (NL), Esasem (IT), Southern Seeds (IT), Med Hermes 
(IT), etc.   
7 According to one of my informants working for a local seeds company [interviewed Vittoria, April 28th 2013], 
patented seeds are produced in massive quantities inside laboratories located in foreign countries (such as Cina, 
Vietnam, Sri Lanka, Kenya, etc.). Notwithstanding these global origins, as well as the foreign contributions for what 
concerns high technologies (mainly coming from Israel, U.S. and Netherlands), the seeds corporations are very keen on 
demonstrating their attachment to the local territory. To anchor their product to an alleged “typicalness” and agricultural 
“tradition”, they invent names able to evoke “Sicilianity”, such as the aubergine Bella Vittoria or the Montalbano 
tomato.  
8 To describe female labor inside nurseries as well as inside packinghouse, I recurred in this Introduction to a 
series of gendered stereotypes generally employed in the local context, highlighted through inverted commas (on this 
topic see ch. V). 
